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Head of the Chilean Army and former dictator Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990) must retire by
March 11, 1998. The 81-year-old Pinochet, who managed to prolong his mandate as commander
in chief of the Army after the return to civilian rule in 1990, confirmed on Sept. 26 that he plans
to become a senator for life after leaving his Army post (see NotiSur, 04/04/97). "I have made a
decision," said Pinochet in an interview with the Santiago magazine Cosas. "The Constitution says
that I can do it, so there I'll be. I will be a senator for life."
According to the 1980 Constitution, engineered by Pinochet during his dictatorship, former
presidents who have been in office for at least six years since September 1970 have the right to
occupy a lifetime senatorial seat. This law excludes Patricio Aylwin, the first democratically elected
president, who served only four years from 1990 to 1994 (see NotiSur, 05/03/96).
The Constitution also allows the Supreme Court and each of the three branches of the armed forces
and the police to appoint several senators, known as "designated" senators. These unelected seats
have given the right a majority in the Senate ever since Pinochet stepped down. Constitutional
amendment proposed to stop Pinochet On Oct. 1, Chile's governing Concertacion de los Partidos
por la Democracia coalition introduced a bill to amend the Constitution to eliminate lifetime and
designated senators.
The proposed reform would ban the appointment of any senator not chosen in popular elections,
preventing Pinochet from becoming a senator for life. "When we watched Gen. Pinochet say that
in March he was going to take a lifetime Senate seat, and the right all applauded his decision, we
decided to introduce this measure," said Deputy Anibal Perez of the Partido por la Democracia
(PPD). "Pinochet did Chilean democracy a favor when he said he would assume his lifetime Senate
seat because it motivated us to present this bill," said Socialist Deputy Felipe Valenzuela.
"It is obvious that this long-expected announcement by Pinochet carries with it the intention
of becoming president of the Senate," said Camilo Escalona, president of the Partido Socialista
(PS). "That would be a serious interruption of the democratic process." Concertacion legislators
expressed confidence that the initiative would succeed, although the Senate has voted down three
similar proposals since 1990. President Eduardo Frei supported the previous bill last year, and
despite approval by the Chamber of Deputies, the Senate rejected it. The bill's supporters accused
Pinochet of "unbridled ambition," and criticized the right for supporting his decision. "For more
than 20 years, the political right has been unable to disassociate itself from Pinochet," said Perez.
"As a result, it is not democratic."
However, a leader of the rightist Union Democrata Independiente (UDI) said the Concertacion's
plot was childish and pointless. "Their project is a last-minute bluff with no practical effects," said
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Sen. Hernan Larrain. Pinochet accused of trying to whitewash his regime Meanwhile, humans
rights lawyers in Santiago say Pinochet is trying to whitewash history before he steps down as
head of the Army. Veronica Reyna, Nelson Caucoto and Hector Salazar, lawyers with the Christian
Churches' Foundation for Social Aid (FASIC), say part of Pinochet's strategy is to shift pending
trials in civilian courts to the military justice system. Since the return to democracy, investigators
have documented more than 3,000 cases of serious human rights abuses that occurred during the
dictatorship, including political assassinations and "disappearances," mostly of leftist activists who
supported the democratically elected government of Salvador Allende (1970-1973).
According to statistics gathered by FASIC, 156 cases related to some of those crimes have been
transferred to military courts, while approximately 100 other cases remain in the hands of civilian
judges. In 1978, Pinochet issued an amnesty decree that covered all violations of human rights
committed from 1973 until the change in government, the period during which most of the political
assassinations and forced disappearances took place. Pinochet will leave his post staunchly
defending the coup that he led, and dismissing the victims of repression as unavoidable casualties of
a necessary war against communism. "In the long list of tasks that the armed forces and carabineros
have faced, the most significant ones in this century have been national security and development,"
said Pinochet. "The most significant undertaking was the September 1973 military coup." [Sources,
Inter Press Service, 08/29/97, 09/18/97; Associated Press, Clarin (Argentina), 09/26/97; Spanish news
service EFE, 09/18/97, 09/29/97, 10/01/97; Reuter, 09/26/97, 09/28/97, 10/01/97; El Nuevo Herald,
10/02/97]
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